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ART AS CONVERSATION 


Ghosts are real. Maybe not as floating white 
apparitions at your bedside, but as memories — 
memories of what was: The dead. Our former 
selves. The impression someone or something has 
left with us. Something we've written, art we've 
created in the past. Our relationship to those 
memories - those ghosts - keeps changing, as we, 
the living, grow and change. In that sense, ghosts 
fit a more traditional definition: as disembodied 
voices. They speak to us; we are in conversation. 


We've been fortunate this past year to have 
ongoing conversations with the art work of two 

of our former colleagues, David Korff and Alfred 
Gay, through gallery exhibitions in the Fine Arts 
Building. We are saddened by the passing of our 
friends, but the work they have left us speaks to us 
about being engaged, and to remember that we 
are in relationship to the world around us. Nothing 
really disappears as long as we have memory. 


So it is with Patterns. You'll turn these pages, and 
the words and images will speak to you. But that’s 
not the end of it. If you go back to them later on - 
and you should go back to them - you'll find that 
they'll say something different. Why? You will be 
different, and so your relationship to these works 
will change. Thus we have conversations with these 
works of art, and like ghosts, they stay with us— 
they haunt us. 


And like any ghost, Patterns has become 
disembodied. Sure, you can find a nearly-complete 
bound collection at the SCA library. But those 
ghosts of the creative past can change form: they 
are now digitized, and can be found at: esearch. 
sc4.edu/patternsarchive. This year's edition will 
soon find its way there, too, so we can go back to 
it, again and again. 


THANK YOU 


The following people have contributed to help 
make Patterns a celebrated event each year. 
Thank you to all of our Judges, Donors, and 
Committee members. A special thank you to the 
SCA Friends of the Arts; a committed group of 
businesses, community members and SCA faculty 
and staff that support the arts at SCA, including 
music, theatre, creative writing and visual arts. 


GENEROUS 
CONTRIBUTORS 


PATTERNS COMMITTEE 


Sarah Flatter 
Jim Frank 
Gary Schmitz 


SHORT FICTION JUDGES 


Chris Hilton 
Robert Kroll 


POETRY JUDGES 


Elizabeth Jacoby 
Suzanne O’Brien 


ESSAY JUDGES 


Belinda Bernard 
Susan Plachta 
Renee Bryzik 


VISUAL ARTS JUDGE 
Sarah Flatter 


GRAPHIC DESIGNER 
Brandi Schmitz 


CLERICAL ASSISTANTS 
Kim Kelley 

Chrystal Lilly 

Theodore Parkhurst 


ADDITIONAL SUPPORT 
Anne Vought 


FINANCIAL SUPPORT 


St. Clair County Community College 
SCA Friends of the Arts 


FRIENDS OF THE ARTS DONORS 
Alita Day 

Sarah Flatter 

Karen Langolf 

Gail Nawrock 

Port Huron Musicale 

Florence Oppliger 
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Eleanor Mathews Award: Daisi Dixon 
Patrick Bourke Award: Katsiaryna Trapashka 


Blanche Redman Award: Makenna Joppich 
"Is Everyone Okay?" 

Second Place: Daisi Dixon 

"Vines" 

Third Place: Makenna Joppich 

"In a Single Moment" 


Kathleen Nickerson Award: Max Kenny 
"Nuclear Energy" 

Second Place: Daisi Dixon 

"The Boy with Chocolate Curls" 

Third Place: Amanda Hurst 

"Equality for All or Only for Some" 


Richard Colwell Award: Gracie Graber 
"One Last Ride" 

Second Place: Maya Taylor 

"Mary de la Rosa and Mrs. Little" 

Third Place: Madison Mattox 

"Burning Fire" 


First Place: Cass Gordon 

"Dragon Fossil", Ceramic 

Second Place: Bryce Hurd 

"Untitled", Charcoal 

Third Place: Katsiaryna Trapashka 

"The Intertwining of Time," Digital Media 


VISUAL ART SELECTIONS OF MERIT 
21 Isabella Perry 
"Isabella," Charcoal 


22 JR McPhail 
"Low Poly Rabbit," Digital Media 


S E L F CTI O N S 25 Brandi Schmitz 
"Cades Cove," Photography 


28 Brandi Schmitz 


"Smoky Mountains," Photography 
30 Phillip Winterbauer 
"Decoy World," Digital Media 


42 Lauren Cooney 
"100% Driven," Photography 


48 Grace McCarthy 
"Fractal," Mixed Media 


53 Tessa Weingartz 
"Goldfish Watching," Watercolor 


59 Emerald Anderson 
"My Escher," Digital Media 


LITERARY SELECTIONS OF MERIT 72 Elaina Penn 


"Pouring Bottle and Twin Drinking Cups," Ceramic 


23 Mackenzie Beauchamp 


"Van Gogh's 'Night Café'," Poetry 81 nn i : 
24 Makenna Joppich oint Betsy," Photography 


"Laramie," Poetry 82 Grace McCarthy 
"In Her Eyes," Digital Media 


91 Acadia DeNault 

"Motherly Love," Pen and Ink 
92 Courtney Angebrandt 

"Skull Pie," Digital Media 
99 Grace McCarthy 

"Young Devil," Mixed Media 


103 Acadia DeNault 
"Mushi", Mixed Media 


26 Breanna Sylvia 
"You and Your Shadow," Poetry 


29 Gracie Graber 

"Shake the Frost," Poetry 
31 Luke Eitniear 

"Drain Gang," Poetry 


66 Grace Woytta 
"Spanx and Shapewear," Essay 


Each year five special awards are given, 
named for past faculty members who made 
extraordinary contributions to the arts and 


literature on campus and to Patterns in 
particular. The Patrick Bourke and Eleanor 
Mathews Awards are awards of distinction that 
recognize students who have done exceptional 
work overall in art and literature. 


The Blanche Redman, Richard Colwell and 
Kathleen Nickerson Awards are given for the 
highest quality submissions for each year in 
poetry, fiction and essay writing, respectively. 
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ELEANOR MATHEWS AWARD 


DAISI DIXON 


Daisi Dixon balances on a high wire of dualities. Her work 

is passionate yet cool, compassionate yet forceful, fiery yet 
thoughiful. In her essay, “The Boy with Chocolate Curls,” 

the narrator struggles with dichotomies: the young man’s 
perceptions against her own, what should be with what is, 

his youth with his death. In “Vines,” that which gives life 

also suffocates, and only in killing can we live. Her work is 
breathtaking and fearless. But don’t let that fool you - she is 
a careful stylist who makes deliberate choices for the greatest 
effect. In combining creativity and passion with technical skill, 
Daisi Dixon embodies the qualities of the Eleanor Mathews 
Award in both poetry and the essay. 


— —— 
PATRICK BOURKE AWARD v 


hATSIARYNA TRAPASHKA 


The Patrick Bourke Award honors an art or design student who 
has made a commitment to pursue an advanced degree in one of 
the visual arts disciplines and has been an advocate and emissary 
for art at St. Clair County Community College. This year we honor 
Katsiaryna Trapashka. 


Born in Belarus, Katsiaryna immigrated to New York City in 
2018 seeking better opportunities for herself. Leaving family 
behind, she arrived in this country alone with a $500 investment 
and modest English language mastery. Even with limitations, 
Katsiaryna was able to make things come together for herself 

in New York City. With support from her partner, Katsiaryna 
eventually moved to Port Huron, enrolled into college, and 
found employment at Lake Huron Medical Center. 


Katsiaryna's work reflects on her heritage and culture, which 
provides a unique individualism that cannot be replicated. She 
is a prospective 2023 graduate seeking her Graphic Design 
Associate Degree at St. Clair County Community College, 

with plans to continue her studies at a 4-year college after 
graduation. Katsiaryna's artistic talent, perseverance, and work 
ethic makes her an inspiration to others and an obvious choice 
for this year's Patrick Bourke Award. 
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POETRY 


Is Everyone Okay? 
Makenna Joppich 


Inky Crimson 
Pooled 
On the floor 
While panic hemorrhaged 
And spilled out 
Onto the ballroom floor 
A shaky hand 
Cradled his head 
As Life captured 
His ghostly gaze 
That quickly clouded over his vision 
While faces 
Both familiar 
And unknown 
Crashed upon him 
Like a surging 
Sea 
Despite the pain 


Poetry 


BLANCHE REDMAN AWARD 


And worry 
Even as his life 
Seeped away 

Like a receding tide 
Concern 
Overtook him 
And he asked: 

“Is everyone okay?” 
Which is what anyone could recall 
And what remains 
Immortalized 
In newspaper reports 
From that 
Tragic 
June morning 
When a nation’s hope 
Was lost 


Poetry 
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Poetry 


POETRY 


Vines 
Daisi Dixon 


Sinewy vines bind me- 

suffocating, snide- 

that stem from the center of my world, 
the birth of my world. 

Because it is she that nourishes them, 
treats me like lattice, 

and lets those vines grow. 

Never allowing me to leave. 


Never allowing me freedom. 


Her greenery sprouted on the twenty-first of May, 
in that hospital room, 


so sterile and white, 


while thunder crashed against the gray cement walls. 


And the generator kicked on just after midnight, 
groaning and grumbling, 


so that more babies like me could be born. 


Her botany evolved 

once | grew five feet tall, 

as my body began to fully bloom. 

Lurid lines constricted around my frail, expanding frame, 
their waxy, thorn-adorned skin 

gouged into the source of my breath. 

Choking, spilling blood, 

shallow air escaped in pitiful gasps, 


every breath a foolish attempt to break away. 


| bury scissors in my sock drawer, 
hidden inside a mix-matched pair 

of deep purple and warm yellow socks. 
They rest inside, 

the only barrier being time, so 

| mark the seconds on my wrist 

before I'll see the pitiful wilt, 

after hearing a gloriously satisfying 


Snip. 


In a single moment 
Laughter 

That once lit up a room 
Dissolved 

Into one-sided conversations 
In a single moment 

Tears 

And puffy eyes 
Replaced 

Abundant Smiles 

Two women 

Once mistaken for sisters 
Have become 

Strangers 

All 


In a single moment 


Isabella 
Charcoal 


Isabella Perry | SELECTION OF MERIT 
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Low Poly Rabbit 
Digital Media 


JR McPhail | SELECTION OF MERIT 


Van Go Sogh's s 'Night Café' 


Beauchamp 
F MERIT | POETRY 


Ré ES 


It’s absolutely disgusting. 


The red and green paint clashes 

Like the inner turmoil of sad people 

Sitting with their heads in their hands 

At crooked tables with unwashed dishes, 

A sickly yellow plastered across the canvas. 


Twisted structures and an unstable perspective 
Leading into a rabbit hole of blurring images, 
Promising no escape 

From the horrendous nightmare that 

Those poor men at the bar are living through. 


Even Van Gogh detested 

The jarring images and harsh colors 
That he painted on the canvas. 

His ugliest masterpiece provokes unease 
For all unfortunate enough to view it. 


It’s hard to find the beauty 
In something so unsettlingly real. 


Poetry 
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Laramie 
Makenna Joppich 


SELECTION OF MERIT | POETRY 


An early autumn breeze 

Rustles through the long prairie grass 
As freezing barbed wire dug into his skin 
He was 

So 

So 

Cold 

Pain weighed down his heart 

Pierced with foolish hope 

But it kept beating 

He kept breathing 

Moonlight peaked through the clouds 
Trying to distract him 

As a parent would 

With a child 

But that was the only true thing 

That kept him company 

On the prairie 

As tears 

Couldn’t even wash away 

The torrential crimson tide 


That cascaded down his face 


Poetry 


Cades Cove 
Photography 


Brandi Schmitz | SELECTION OF MERIT 
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You and Your Shadow 


Breanna Sylvia 
SELECTION OF MERIT | POETRY 


Too much 
Or too little 
Everything 

It always is. 
No choice 
Every choice 
Pick one. 


Two sides of one person 
One wants to be free 
From expectation. 
Desire like this 

Creep in 

Shadows in your mind 
Sway back and forth. 


One side that wants 

To rip itself in two, turn to four, to eight, and more. 
Moving slowly, one 

Moves quickly, two 

Red flowing lights and fog 

Creeps in vision. 


Close to you 

No more. 

Nowhere. 

You can’t control time 
Your shadow follows 
And doesn’t let go. 


VISUAL ARTS 
You and your shadow Untitled 
Two and one Bryce Hurd 
Break in half. CHARCOAL 
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Shake the Frost 


Gracie Graber 
SELECTION OF MERIT | POETRY 


misty breath glowing in the morning sun. The weight of a dusty saddle 
made ten times heavier by the chill of the morning. Soft snuffles fill the 


silence between footsteps as kind eyes turn to track me. 


tangles, 

a cold saddle strapped to a warm back. 

Frost-coated grass glistens in the first rays of the morning light, 
a visual reminder of the chill left by the previous night. 

As muscles and tendons start to warm up with movement, 


so does the air around us; the sun continues its slow 


ascent to take the moon’s place in the sky. 


Smoky Mountains The night gives way to light on the cloudless horizon 


d rhythmic hoofb - irt. 
Photography and rhythmic hoofbeats awaken the hard-packed dirt 


Brandi Schmitz | SELECTION OF MERIT 


28 Poetry 


Velvet noses and dew-tipped eyelashes and a horse’s silhouette defined by 


The coarse fibers of a woolen saddle pad, a silken mane brushed free of 
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Decoy World 
Digital Media 


Phillip Winterbauer | SELECTION OF MERIT 


Drain Gang 


Luke Eitniear 
SELECTION OF MERIT | POETRY 


I’m saving for a future | don’t believe in. 
I’m given advice and medicine to make me feel 
Okay with the way it is 
But | am 
Not okay with the way it is. 
When | tell my truth to the world | am told that there is not 
something wrong with the 
World, 
There is something wrong with 
Me. 
But | say to the world, 
“No” 
Life is not meant to be this, a violent cacophony of cogs 
Work hard to 
Go to school to 
Work hard to 
Go to school to 
not have to Work. 
The hypocritical Goal. 
And yet when | tell them that this is not what | want 
Lazy, Ungrateful, Depressed, 
Well maybe | am Depressed, but it is not a problem with my 
brain. 
Not the chemicals in my brain, telling me 
This Sucks. 
| know it sucks. 
We all know it sucks. 
And yet. 
Work until you have enough not to work. 
Watch it all flow down the drain. 


Poetry 


31 


plants, to meet these demands; but as a result, air quality 
is rapidly deteriorating as more power plants are created 


and continually pump out increasing amounts of toxic 
fumes (Good 1). With the World Health Organization 
estimating that nearly 4.2 million people die prematurely 


KATHLEEN NICKERSON AWARD 


each year due to air pollution, a greener alternative to 
fossil fuel burning for electricity - which accounts for 


Nudear Energy a quarter of all greenhouse gas emissions - needs to 
Max Kenny be found. The thing is, the solution has already been 


discovered: nuclear energy. Despite being mistrusted 


by much of the world’s population, when compared 
Nuclear Energy: the Solution We Already Have to fossil fuel burning, nuclear power is incredibly safe, 
Picture walking down a buzzing city street, surrounded by ready to be used in any part of the world, and incredibly 


dozare on each side. Men wonen, end ele em ell ef wiid efficient. Nuclear power is the best alternative for power 


are wearing masks; not for a pandemic, but for the fog-like production currently available. 
Ee ans 
cloud of smog that has fallen upon the city. It’s restricting, When most think of nuclear power, recent disasters such 


ou Onn 6 E 
it's hard to breathe, and worst of all - it's starting to kill. as ihe Fukushima Reactor melidown in 2011, or ihè 


Unfortunately, this isn’t a hypothetical situation in some parts Chernobylicriticality incident in 1984 (Crihcal, according 


of the world. The Department of Environmental Science and fo the United States Nuclear Regulatory Commission, 


Engineering at the Tsinghua University in Beijing, China reports being when a mass of material begins generating enough 


u s 
During the 1970s, black smoke from stacks became the neutrons to equalize those lost due to natural escape. 


characteristic of Chinese industrial cities; in the 1980s, many esse maten alorre TEE 


southern cities began to suffer serious acid rain pollution; eal o even the Three Mile Island Reactor 2 
D 


and recently, the air quality in large cities has deteriorated UNO) are malen Dres len 


due to nitrous oxides (NOx), carbon monoxide (CO), and three events are the main contributors to the uneasy 


photochemical smog.” (He) For more than half a century, feeling surrounding nuclear power. Many contribute 


Chinese citizens have been adapting to this life enshrouded lisse failings to nuclear power as a whole, assuming 


: S rs MUS : : 
in smog, and unfortunately, this isn’t an isolated issue. Air iichifeinherenily dangereus- which i partially true: 


pollution has been a rising issue in India since the 90's, with The devastating power of nuclear energy has been on 


the government being forced to close some schools down for display since the annihilation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 


a week in November of 2021 for low air quality (Saaliq 1). As EE 


populations rise, and undeveloped countries continue to rapidly of itself, when handled by trained professionals, is 


modernize, power production - the main source of air pollutants incredibly safe. Looking back at the three examples of 


- must output more energy than ever before. According to the the failures outlined above, we see that they were all 


International Energy Agency, most countries fall on old methods caused by human error and designiflaws. Fukushima 


of generating power, such as coal and natural gas power 
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was caused by the negligence of dilapidated flood barriers 
that led to reactor chamber flooding, Chernobyl was caused 
by poor RBMK (Reaktor Bolshoy Moshchinosti Kanalnyy/ 
High-power channel type reactor) reactor design that allowed 
it to go critical, and TMI-2 was the result of not replacing a 
safety indicator lightbulb. The Nuclear Energy Institute (NEI) 
would say in a paper titled "Lessons from the 1979 Accident 

at Three Mile Island" that “The accident at TMI-2 in 1979 was 
caused by a combination of equipment failure and the inability 
of plant operators to understands the reactor’s condition at 
certain times during the event,” directly attributing the failure 
to human and equipment error. This is corroborated by a 1992 
report by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) on 
the Chernobyl nuclear incident, titled "The Chernobyl Accident": 
Updating of ISNAG-1 where it’s stated that “the operators 
deliberately, and in violation of the rules, withdrew most control 
and safety rods from the core and switched off some important 
safety systems,” (“Chernobyl Accident 1986”) as well as 
“specific physical characteristics of the reactor; specific design 
features of the reactor control elements; and the fact that the 
reactor was brought to a state not specified by procedures or 
investigated by an independent safety body. Most importantly, 
the physical characteristics of the reactor made possible its 
unstable behavior” (“Chernobyl Accident 1986”) showing that 
after investigation, the worst nuclear accident in human history 
has been designated as the result of human error and design 
flaws. Both reports support the fact that these nuclear accidents 
were the result of human error and design flaws, not the danger 
of nuclear power. As a direct result of these two incidents, the 
IAEA and NEI would institute a series of safety regulations for 
the nuclear energy industry. According to the article "How Has 
Nuclear Power Changed since Chernobyl?, " the IAEA outlined 
specific improvements to the RBMK reactor design including 
improvement of the shutdown mechanic and correcting the 
main issue with RBMK reactors, its positive void coefficient (this 
being when coolant material is no longer present and as a 


result, the rate of fission increases to a rate uncontrollable). 
These changes were implemented throughout central Europe 
where RBMK reactors were most popular. The NEI focused on 
heightening safety awareness among operators by establishing 
the Institute of Nuclear Power Operations which provides 
excellent training in plant management and operations. These 
standardizations of the nuclear power industry would pave 

the way towards ensuring a nuclear incident on the scale of 
Chernobyl would never happen again. 


Continuing with safety, most who are against nuclear power cite 


its environmental effect after a disaster. While there is no 
arguing that the environmental result of nuclear disaster is 
terrible - the Chernobyl exclusion zone is roughly 1000 square 
miles, about the same size of Yosemite National wPark, and 

is almost completely unhabitable and will most likely stay that 
way for the next 20,000 years (“Frequently Asked Chernobyl 
Questions.”) — fossil fuel burning is more detrimental to the 
environment than nuclear accidents will ever be. Take for 
example China, one of the most heavily air-polluted places 

on Earth. It has gotten near the unhabitable zone due to the 
constant burning of fossil fuels. According to Hu Qin, the Senior 
Director of Research at the Beijing office of the Environmental 
Defense Fund, “The average concentration of fine particle 
matter (PM2.5) across China was almost 57 micrograms per 
meter cubed in 2017, nearly six-times what the World Health 
Organization (WHO) deems to be acceptable limits” (Qin). 
This shows that while areas are immediately off-limits after a 
nuclear meltdown due to radiological concerns, large areas 
of the world that are densely populated are slowly reaching 

a point in which they'll soon become exclusion zones due to 
poor air quality. A resident in Beijing, China even stated to The 
Washington Post, "My air purifiers are on full blast and the 
sensors still warn me to have a mask on in my own house. My 
wife and daughter are upstairs sleeping. | can feel it getting 
hard to breath and my head hurts. This is: . . . hell" (Denyer) 
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China is slowly reaching that point. If nuclear reactors were 
implemented, they could help curb their air pollution emissions. 


In addition to their environmental safety, nuclear power in terms 
of lives lost is much safer. Looking at major energy accidents, 
as reported by Benjamin K. Sovacool of the Danish Center for 
Energy Technology, there have been four major nuclear energy 
accidents since 1942 that have directly resulted in 51 deaths, 
with deaths caused by cancer-related complications raising that 
number to around 4,000. However, looking exclusively at coal 
power plants in the same period, there have been 12 major 
incidents that have directly resulted in around 14,500 deaths 
(Sovacool 1). Coal Power plants alone are around 3.5 times 
more dangerous than nuclear power plants, and that’s not even 
factoring in the 800,000 premature deaths caused by coal 
mining per year, as reported by the WHO. Over a period of 79 
years, there have only been 4,000 documented deaths due to 
incidents involving nuclear reactors generating power, yet the 
WHO estimates there are 4.2 million premature deaths every 
year caused by air pollution. Statistics clearly show that nuclear 
power is not a dangerous form of power production. 


On another topic of safety, the main issue that many detractors of 
nuclear power have is the storage of spent fuel cells and nuclear 
waste. Most of the fear comes from the thought that radioactive 
material will leak out into the public. However, there are safe 
techniques in use to store nuclear waste. The most effective 


technique used by most countries that utilize nuclear power is 
recycling. According to the World Nuclear Association (WNA), 
“approximately 97% of spent nuclear material can be recycled 
and used in conventional reactors. Recycling has significantly 
reduced the radiological footprint of reactors in Belgium, France, 
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Japan, Germany, and Russia” (“What Is Nuclear Waste? What 
Do We Do with It”). A large majority of nuclear waste is 
recycled, leaving only a small amount that needs to be directly 
disposed of, which is the other method developed to deal with 
nuclear waste. 


When talking about nuclear power, direct disposal refers to two 


separate methods of disposal. The first method is Near-Surface 
Disposal. The IAEA defines Near-Surface Disposal this way: 


the disposal of waste with or without engineered barriers, 
in near-surface disposal facilities at ground level where 
the covering of material is a few meters thick. They are 
eventually covered with an impermeable membrane to 
prevent the leaking of radioactive material, or the disposal 
in near-surface disposal facilities in caverns near ground 
level. ("Storage and Disposal of Nuclear Waste.") 


This option allows quick storage for low-level radioactive 
material. The downside of this method is that it is affected by 
long-term climate change and is therefore only used to store 
radioactive material with a half-life of 30 years or less. The 
second, more preferred option is deep geological disposal 
and mined repositories. Deep geological disposal is used when 
the radioactive material has an incredibly long half-life and 
utilizes stable geological formations to store the material. To 
prevent the radioactive material from leaking out and harming 
the public, the facilities use a combination of engineered and 
natural barriers (rock, salt, clay) to ensure that the radioactive 
material stays sealed in the vaults. As a direct result of this 
engineering choice, there is no obligation to future generations 
to maintain this type of waste storage facility. Mined repositories 
on the other hand are man-made boreholes several hundred 
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meters deep that are used as a storage facility. Once the 
nuclear material is spent, it is packaged and then sent to the 
facility to be stored. It is then surrounded by a buffer material, 
usually copper, and then transported into the tunnels. The waste 
containers are then surrounded by a material such as cement, 
clay, or most usually bentonite to provide another barrier. This 
is the most popular form of waste management as the repository 
can be designed to allow short-term retrieval of the material, or 
long-term options (“Storage and Disposal of Nuclear Waste"). 
Both types of waste management facilities are monitored by 
government-backed organizations such as Posiva Oy in Belgium. 
With all these measurements in place, that 3% of nuclear 

waste that isn't recycled can be safely stored in a facility that 

is engineered to prevent leakages, meaning that there is little 
possibility that contaminated radioactive material will leak out 
and cause harm to the public. 


Despite these safety features, there is another concern that plagues 


most who trust in the power of nuclear energy, which is the 
worry about giving nuclear technology to places in or near- 
constant conflict. The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is currently 
contracting French and Russian Engineers to bring the first 
nuclear power plant to their country. In response to this, many 
are lobbying for the United States and its allies to ensure that 
nuclear technology in the UAE will be used strictly for peaceful 
activities. Being as the UAE is among the safest countries in the 
world, if people already feel anxious about nuclear technology 
to the UAE, they must feel even worse about the prospect of 
spreading nuclear technology to places ridden with turmoil, 
such as Iran or Iraq. However, a solution to this dilemma has 
already been found - Thorium. Without getting into the nuances 
of how a nuclear reactor works, it's important to know that 
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100% Driven 
Photography 


Lauren Cooney | SELECTION OF MERIT 
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projected increase of cost of 40% by 2025 (Schlissel 4; Schlissel 
2). Current estimates by the Penn State Department of Energy 
and Minerals show that on the low end a reactor costs $2 billion 
dollars, which is on par with current estimates of coal power 
plants (“Basic Economics of Power Generation, Transmission 
and Distribution”). The savings are not incredible, but where 

the efficiency really comes into play is the energy produced per 
kilogram of material. Studies by the European Nuclear Society 
show that one kilogram (Kg) of pure Uranium can produce an 
energy equivalent of 10,000 kg of mineral oil, and 14,000 kg 
of coal. (“Safety”) While raw uranium costs more to mine, the 
overall saving on the amount of material needed to sufficiently 
run a reactor over a period is well worth the investment. 
Although a nuclear reactor at the moment costs more to get 


operational, the savings over time are immense. 


In short, nuclear power is an incredibly powerful, green alternative 
to other methods of power production. It has proven to be safer 
for not only people but also the environment. In just under 80 
years of use, there have only been 4,000 deaths as a direct 
result of nuclear power failures, while there are over four million 
documented deaths each year due to air pollutants from fossil 
fuel burning. Even the strongest critic of nuclear power - nuclear 
waste storage - has a proven solution that is monitored by 
government-backed organizations and prevents radioactive 
leakage. Nuclear technology has even advanced so far, that it 
can safely be implemented in areas of turmoil without fear of it 
being weaponized. Beyond that, nuclear reactors have become 
so efficient that they are soon set to cost less to implement than 
traditional forms of power generation. If nuclear reactors were 
implemented everywhere, not only would they curb the global 
greenhouse gas emission rate, but they would also improve the 
overall safety of the area. m 
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The Boy with Chocolate Curls 
Daisi Dixon 
Death — what a strange word. 


At only sixteen years old, one should not be familiar with the 
word. It should not be a plague, weighing on that sixteen-year-old 
mind like a parasite, sucking all hope out of life. It should not be 
a nightmare — a fear that continues even into the waking hours 

of every day, a fear that is valid. For not a single adolescent, 
hopeful for the future ahead of them, would wish for it. No one at 
this age, naive but eager to learn about the world, could desire 
such a harsh reality. 


Adolescent thoughts should focus on touring colleges and 

earning grades to take them there. Unimportant school dances 
and sporting events that will be irrelevant in twenty years — that 
should be the forefront of an aspiring adult’s life. Death should be 
a distant concept, a fact of life that has no personal attachment, 
something applied to an elderly relative or a family pet of the 
past, appearing in video games or fantastic settings that can’t 
physically cause harm. Death. It should not be a sixteen-year-old's 
reality. 


Cancer. That's a strange word, too. 


Much like death, it has no place in the life of a sixteen-year-old. It 
has no fair reason to exist there. The more it’s repeated, the more 
foreign it becomes. Weekly trips to the doctor replace drama club 
meetings. Chemotherapy takes the place of weekend trips to the 
local movie theater. It’s unnatural, unfair. So how can something 
like that be associated with someone so young- so promising? 
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There was a boy whose name was average, like his height, and 
whose face drew no attention. He was no Brad Pitt, no Levi Miller. 
His looks wouldn’t earn him any fame or special favors, as there 
was nothing particularly special about him to note. Milk chocolate 
curls adorned his head, contrasting the honey yellow hue of his 
pale green eyes. He was the average kid, easy to look at without 
drawing stares. But his soul, that was noteworthy. You could feel 
it. It moved throughout a room, commanding people’s attention. 


When he spoke, he had a certain way with words. They rang 

out like a melody, beautiful and articulate, so filled to the brim 
with inspiration. Unlike the dreary people surrounding him who 
gave monotonous speeches about reality and acceptance, he 
spoke with fiery passion about hope and manifestation. He told 
his dreams of a world that praised acceptance and co-existence. 
Thinking beyond political and emotional barriers, the world he 
envisioned was good, just like him. He became such a bright light 
- so vibrant, so warm — that people remembered him. They knew 
him. Just his memory could conjure a smile. There were stories of 
his laugh, how it had a way of spreading to people, like a desired 
contagion. People spoke of his heart and its purity. No one else 
from his hometown saw the world quite like him. No one had the 
same open-minded, hopeful view of the broken world he lived 

in. He was convinced that brokenness could change, that it could 
improve and he convinced all the dreary, monotonous people 
around him too. 


He was sixteen when | met him nearly four years ago. 


He told me a great many insights back then, like how strange the 
word death was. | never thought about it much until | met him. | 
never spent my mornings contemplating how to best spend my 
time, to make the day worth every second. | didn’t look at my 
face in the mirror before | went to sleep, trying to imagine how 
I’d look with wrinkles and skin damaged from too many sunny 
days, a version of myself (d never get to see. 


Apparently, actually living is difficult when you wouldn’t be 
around for next year and everyone saw you as a clock or a 
ticking bomb, a reminder that nothing in life is permanent. 


We had a conversation once, one of the last times | saw him. We 
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were huddled on his worn leather couch in a plain, undecorated 
basement. It was supposed to be a fun night of card games and 
pizza, one | could look back on and smile about. But as time 
passed, the mood turned somber as it had a way of doing that in 
those last few months. It was inevitable, | suppose, as his reality 
was always at the forefront of our minds, as much as we tried 
convincing ourselves it wasn’t. 


“It’s easy to pretend Um healthy,” he admitted to me, eyes cast to 
the deck of cards in his shaking hands. “Sometimes, at least.” 


“Even with all the chaos?” 


“| don’t know.” He set the cards on the peeling leather with a 
long sigh. “Maybe | just like the idea of being healthy, | guess.” 


“Makes sense. | don’t think anyone exactly wants to get cancer.” 


“True,” he laughed, a soft exhale of air. "I don't know. | think I’ve 
accepted it at this point.” 


“No one expects you to.” 


“No, | guess not. It’s better to find acceptance, though. It’s easier 
to leave that way.” 


| tried to keep my expression neutral. | knew he hated people 
crying over him. But this wasn’t the boy | knew, the one who was 
full of hope and determination to change reality. Tears were so 
close to spilling that my throat burned with the effort of holding 
them back. 


“People will remember you,” | told him quietly. "You're too good 
to forget.” 


ud i 


m glad you think so. It's not true. But I’m glad you think so." 
“How do you see yourself then, if not good?" 


He studied me for a minute before replying. | knew he noticed my 
watery eyes, red with the effort of keeping them dry. | knew he 
saw my shaking hands, making dents in the cards | forgot | was 
holding. 


"| 


"| see a tragedy," he had said, his expression one of defeat. 
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see a coward that pretends to be courageous. I'm not a hero. 

| simply got dealt an unlucky hand in life. I’m a kid. | can try 
acting like an adult - acting like | control this deck of cards - but | 
know deep down I'll never really believe that. And, | don't know, 
maybe it's better that | don't control them." 


| glanced at the crinkling cards stuffed into my fists, releasing 
them to fall atop his own neat deck. It baffled me that someone 
as strong and admirable as he was could see themselves in such 
a dispensable way. A fury rose inside of me. It was anger, not 
directed at him, but at the world. 


“I'll write about you,” I said. “I'll tell the world who you are to 


" 


me. 
"And what will you tell them?" 


"That you’re my hero," I said, defiantly, challenging him to 
object. "And l'Il bet anything that you'll become their hero, too. 


" 


He never responded. 


Instead, he swept my crumpled cards to the side, handed half of 
his pristine deck to me, and asked what game we should play. 
That was the last time we talked about death. In fact, that was 
the last time we ever properly talked. | had to say goodbye just 
a few weeks later. | know he'd disagree, but there was nothing 
cowardly about that day. He might've thought the world broke 
his spirit, but it was still there. l'd see it from time to time, that 
hopefulness he was so full of. He felt conflicted to have hope 
when he knew there wasn't much for his own existence, but I 
knew it didn't go away completely. It just shifted. He didn't wear 
it like a badge like he did years before, but it became more of a 
feeling, something you had to search for. 


| realized two things in those four years | spent with him, seeing 
all his potential and charm used up by medicines and medical 
charts and seeing him fight with his own morals and beliefs until 
the very end. He wanted so badly to believe that the world could 
be good and was so disheartened when he couldn't make it so. 


Sixteen was too young for words like cancer and death. 


Sixteen was just too young. m 
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Equality for All or Only for Some 


Amanda Hurst 


2 


a comes in many forms for People of Color, both here 
and abroad, but race-related health disparities are among the 
starkest and most resistant to progress” (Beim). This quote by 
Piraye Beim illuminates the grave indifferences people of color 
and more specifically women of color experience when seeking 
care in the medical community. The discrimination women of 
color are subjected to in the medical industry is exacerbated 
in the United States and countries like it, through a health 
system that is unequal and unfair to its patients creating 
drastic differences in care. Enacting universal healthcare in the 
United States can diminish discrimination for women of color 
through creating a set standard of care, easier accessibility 
to healthcare services, and an increasingly healthier 
demographic. 


In the United States the healthcare system is a combination 
of public and private health coverage, individuals in 
lower socioeconomic brackets have access to Medicaid, a 
governmentbased healthcare insurance while other parts 
of the population partake in private healthcare coverage. 
The divide present within the healthcare system allows for 
discrimination towards women of color to persist in a vital 
section of human existence, due to bias within the medical 
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community. This bias can come from both a racial and/or 
socioeconomic viewpoint as well as a combination of the 

two, constructing a cycle of inadequate care for women of 
color. The inequality present creates drastic differences in 
care, affecting long term health and an overall lack of trust 
toward the medical community. Access to universal healthcare 
can establish a healthier community, specifically for groups 
that normally would not obtain access to insurance. Both 
Yuriy Pylypchuk and Eric Sarpong agree that “The findings 

of our analysis demonstrate that Canadians are more likely 
to utilize health care services than residents in the United 
States” (Pylypchuk and Sarpong). The utilization and access 
to healthcare, specifically regarding women of color, can open 
doors to healthier populations which is imperative in attaining 
true equality in healthcare. Many studies and journal articles 
have been published underlining the urgent need for reform; 
the reproductive and overall health involving a good portion 
of our population is being put into jeopardy. With numerous 
movements like Black Lives Matter in the forefront of the news 
highlighting the grave indifferences in the United States, 
inconsistencies in quality care for women of color need to be 
addressed and rectified. The long-standing perspective women 
of color have relating to healthcare is one of serious mistrust. 
Piraye Beim acknowledges just that; “The US has a long 
history of mistrust, with horrific examples such as American 
physician J. Marion Sims, who honed his techniques by 
performing surgery on enslaved Black women without the use 
of anesthesia. In the 1900's, poor Black women also endured 
forced sterilizations as birth control." Establishing a universal 
healthcare system to grant access to everyone regardless of 
socioeconomic status, race or gender will be a major step in 
changing both the current dialogue and begin to create a 
foundation to build trust on. 


One area of concern when discussing discrimination in healthcare 


56 


Essay 


toward women of color is the standard of care they receive 
as well as information about their demographic. A lack of 
data and research involving women of color in the medical 
community is evident, which leads to less accurate data 


and little to no information for that community. Piraye Beim 
successfully highlights this fact: 


Estimates reveal that nearly a quarter of Black women 
between the ages of 18 and 30 have fibroids — compared 
with 7 percent of white women. By age 35, that number 
increases to 60 percent. However, NIH annual funding 
for the condition is $17 million — compared to $86 million 
for cystic fibrosis, which impacts far fewer people each 
year (though the great majority of those impacted are 
Caucasian). 


Research into diseases and illnesses such as fibroids that 
specifically affect women of color is integral to their overall 
health and should be held to the same standard as Caucasian 
women and the rest of society. The discrepancies illuminated 
showcase a broken system that allows for women of color to 
go underrepresented creating a cycle for mistrust and unfair 
access. This cycle of mistrust correlates to previous negative 
experiences within the medical community for generations 
resulting in low statistics and data. The modicum of data then 
reestablishes the lack of faith regarding the medical community 
hindering advances in research to further help women of color. 
Establishing a foundation of trust for women of color is the first 
step to gaining equal representation. 


available and accessible so too should their standard of 

care. A problem that arises when seeking that equal care 

is discrimination due to the type of insurance they possess, 
creating a multilayered problem involving socioeconomic 
status as well as a racial one. In the journal article, “We Get 
Double Slammed” author Olihe Okoro and her colleagues 
acknowledge that “Participants attributed the perceived 
poorer quality of treatment to their low SES evident at the 
presentation of their insurance information.” This underbelly of 
discrimination hides in many forms when talking about women 
of color as exhibited in the previous quote. A universal system 
of care takes the ability to discriminate from a socioeconomic 
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Just as information on their demographic should be made 
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standpoint away, effectually diminishing discrimination 

solely based on financial means. Author Olihe Okoro and 
contemporaries highlight the discrimination present in the 
current infrastructure; “The participants in the study reported 
that they experienced discrimination because of their low- 
income status and the consequent dependence on government- 
assisted insurance. The discrimination was reportedly on two 
levels: structurally (differential in access to healthcare) and 
individually (differential in treatment). Often, the problem 

is interconnected on many levels which can affect the level 

of care the patient receives, showcasing the problem on an 
institutional level. Medical doctors take an oath “to do no 
harm,” yet the blatant lack of regard for the health relating to 
women of color is just that, doing harm. Universal healthcare 
can effectively create regulations mandating all individuals are 
treated fair and just when seeking medical help, rather than 
face discrimination and judgments as it is in the United States’ 
current structure. 


UNIVERSAL HEALTHCARE BENEFITS SOCIETY 


In the journal article “Gender Ratio,” by Hannah Ritchie and 
Max Roser they highlight global population data relating to 
gender. “The sex ratio - the share of the population that is 
female - varies across the world. And globally in 2017 the 
share of women in the world was 49.6%.” Women account 
for nearly half of the global population and yet the United 
States and other countries continue to neglect a portion 
of that percentage from equal health benefits and care. 
Effectively making healthcare available to women of color 
can dramatically change all areas of life within a country and 
for their individual lives. The former President of Chile and 
Executive Director of UN Women Michelle Bachelet said it 
best, “There is no better investment that a country can make 
to extend democracy, justice, and economic growth than 
investing in girls and women.” By choosing to adopt universal 
healthcare in the United States, groups, specifically women of 


color, can gain the long-needed access effectively benefitting My Escher 
a good portion of the population and giving a positive Bei . 
boost in many sectors of the country. Reproductive health is Digital Media 


another crucial aspect of women's overall health; however, 
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the lack of access in general leaves room for complications 
whether through pregnancy or the numerous other attributes 
of the reproductive system. A system that allows for women 
of color to go unnoticed and underinsured is detrimental to 
society. Molly Altman and her colleagues acknowledge that, 
“Given the increasing rate of maternal mortality in the United 
States, particularly for women of color, there is a pressing 
need to find solutions to improving care quality and access 
for racially marginalized communities”. This displays the 
discrepancies in care received regarding women of color and 
their reproductive health, while highlighting the dire need 

for universal access to health care for all but especially the 
groups most discriminated against. Reproduction is vital to 
the continuance of human survival, and so by establishing a 
system to guarantee access to all individuals within society 
that basic human instinct continues unimpeded through 
discriminatory actions. According to the CDC, “The number 
of U.S. births has declined every year since 2008 (except 

for 2014)” (Morse). With U.S. birth rates decreasing and 
maternal mortality increasing especially regarding women of 
color the devastating impact will affect all layers of society 
both on a macro and micro levels. In the article, “Education is 
Key to Health Equity” these impacts are underlined; “Research 
finds that at the national level, health inequities account for 
an annual loss to the U.S. economy of roughly $309 billion. 
Health disparities also rob individuals of their sense of well- 
being and personal security. They deprive communities 

of human resources and money, and they drive up costs, 
decrease productivity, and diminish the quality of life for 
everyone” (Howell). The discrepancies in care can begin to 
diminish through universal healthcare, permitting easier access 
for women of color that they currently do not have in the 
United States. By doing so, both society and women of color 


mortality rates, and a less than trusting outlook towards 
medical professionals. To change the current dialogue those 
trends, need to regress to the mean to show true improvement, 
while cultivating patient-doctor interpersonal relationships to 
begin building the blocks of trust back up and creating a solid 
foundation. Building trust is the most effective way to create 
relationships with women of color when seeking medical 

care. Gaining trust within the medical field will permit more 
women of color to seek out medical help, effectively treating 
diseases and illnesses sooner rather than later. Proper training 
to better understand the needs women of color have and 

how to best execute those needs is essential in cultivating a 
trustworthy environment to receive care. A lack of studies 

and data due to that mistrust leaves women of color and 

their community vulnerable and without vital knowledge 
regarding their demographic. Varying diseases and illnesses 
gravely effect women of color significantly more than other 
demographics and without proper research and information 
strides towards treatments and resolutions come to a halt. A 
healthier demographic can improve a country’s birth rates, 
mortality rates, and the economy through reinvesting in its 
citizens' health. When referencing the need for systematic 
change Piraye Beim says it best, “As we reflect on policy 
changes that could have an outsized impact on addressing 
centuries of racial inequality in the US, we can think of no 
better place to start than with improving the health of black 
women.” By creating a universal health system in the United 
States, the sentiment that women of color and their health 
matters is imperative in formulating trust. With that trust, strides 
can be made in managing and curing diseases that specifically 
effect women of color, creating a healthier community for 
generations to come. 


Although universal healthcare would effectively diminish 
discrimination in healthcare against women of color the issues 
are multifaceted, layer upon layer compound to create a 
systematic abuse of power both nationally and individually. 
Creating a system of checks and balances is needed to 
fully direct change for women of color in the United States. 


benefit from the equal treatment received. 


A set standard of care and easier access to all individuals helps 
to formulate a healthier demographic, and with universal 
health care that goal is attainable. Currently the trends show 
women of color having higher rates of certain diseases, higher 
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Though universal healthcare will eliminate the socioeconomic 
issues women of color face. Other issues like that of race, 
gender, or stereotypes can all play a part in the discrimination 
experienced. Olihe Okoro and her colleagues state, “Racial/ 
ethnic discrimination resulting from implicit bias has been 
shown to have significant impact on provider communication, 
patient perception of care, and health outcomes for persons of 
color.” Regulations and workshops to address discrimination 
directly with medical professionals is needed to concentrate 
on the micro-level failings within the system such as racist 
doctors or personnel. Laws enacted to combat the blatant 
attack on women’s rights regarding their health are needed to 
permit bodily autonomy. These issues all intersect to create a 
divide in the road where one answer does not fit all; however, 
steps are needed to bring equality in healthcare for women 

of color and universal healthcare can start that landslide of 
change. With the numerous different layers regarding this 
issue, discrimination will persist without further intervention on 
all levels within society. Universal healthcare can establish a 
new chapter for women of color, where they receive the same 
standard of care, easier access to that care, and the building 
blocks to a healthier demographic overall. 


With the current unstable climate within the United States, 
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discrimination on varying levels has been made evident 

to much of society. Those in charge should investigate the 
many benefits universal healthcare can cultivate. Universal 
healthcare can establish a set standard by which the medical 
field can abide to create quality care for all patients. By setting 
that standard of care and therefore creating access to women 
of color, the overall health for that demographic improves as 
well. With half of the global population being women and a 
good majority of that section held by women of color it would 
be prudent to establish trust and guarantee health for all 
rather than a few. Establishing trust with women of color and 
their community is vital in the journey towards cultivating a 
safe, accessible medical community without discrimination or 
bias. Universal healthcare can make those strides to a more 
just and equal healthcare experience for women of color. The 


founding fathers of the United States fought for their vision 

of a place where equality and justice prevailed, the current 
discrepancies do little to echo those sentiments. Women of 
color deserve to be heard and cared for when seeking medical 
attention and universal healthcare can make enormous strides 
in bringing that goal to fruition. m 
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It is proven that shapewear also causes mental health 
issues, like panic attacks. Richard Brickell, director at the Bristol 
Physiotherapy Clinic in England, explains, "By artificially holding 
in your stomach, control pants prevent your diaphragm from 
descending fully while breathing, which can lead to hyperventilation, 
panic attacks, and stress incontinence.” Shapewear can also lead to 
anxiety and body dysmorphia, a mental disorder in which one can't 
stop thinking about one or more perceived defects or flaws in their 
appearance, even when the flaw is minor or is imagined. (Jones). 
One may feel so ashamed and anxious that they may avoid many 
social situations. Although this product is supposed to provide relief 
and confidence, it is destroying the mental and physical health of its 
users. 


Body image is a topic that continues to change throughout 
generations. With stereotypes changing, it is difficult to remain 
confident with our bodies. Using shapewear gives us a temporary 
feeling of self-assurance, though the effects are physically and 
mentally damaging. From acid reflux to body dysmorphia, 
shapewear is not worth using in the long run. Unfortunately, the use 
of shapewear breaks down a wearer's confidence more than building 
it. Though there is a lot of media influence on using these slimming 
products, there are healthier ways to get the same results. Instead of 
using products that conflict with our bodies’ airflow, we should give 
our bodies the proper attention they need. Eating healthy, exercising, 
and even simply going for a walk can improve overall health and 
self-confidence. There are various healthy ways to reach a certain 
body goal. By the time users realize the negative impact shapewear 
has on their bodies, they are already riddled with physical and 
mental health issues. We need to worship our bodies and properly 
care for them. m 
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One Last Ride 
Gracie Graber 


Cade watched tears well up in her eyes and sadness 
cloud her face. Slowly, she took her hand away from his and 
let her gaze fall to the floor. It was certainly not the statement 
she wanted to hear, and as it sunk in, her sadness morphed 
into anger. Her features hardened, her emerald eyes dark- 
ened, and a slight frown pulled at the corners of her mouth. 
She took off the cowboy hat that he had given her and shoved 
it back at him. He could see that she was hurt and caught 
off guard by his decision, and could offer her nothing but an 
apology as she turned and stormed away from him. 


“Hey!” Cade’s head snapped back to the present. “Keep 
that thing moving kid, we don’t have all day!” 


The shout of the head wrangler brought Cade out of 
his thoughts and back to reality, and the calf in front of him 
slowed to a jog. Cade whistled and moved his horse up 
behind the little calf, moving it back up to speed with the rest 
of the herd. He loosened his reins and sat back in his saddle, 
giving the blue roan, Diablo, a chance to set a comfortable 
pace. Cade sighed and gave Diablo a pat on the neck; the 
sun was blistering hot and the air was dry and stagnant. It 
had been a long journey so far, with little time to rest before 
having to move again. 

Though the work was hard and the days were exhaust- 
ing, Cade was only able to focus on one thing recently: the 
girl with the firecracker personality and tantalizing green 
eyes. It had been months since he had last seen her, but Ivy’s 
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smile was something Cade hadn't been able to shake. They 
had first met when Cade was looking for a new job, which 

he found at Coyote Ridge, the ranch that Ivy’s father owned. 
Cade worked there for a summer, and as long summer days 
turned to crisp fall evenings, he found himself starting to look 
forward to seeing lvy more. The work was constant, as the 
ranch appeared to be on a slow but steady decline. There was 
always a rotted fence board to fix, an angry buyer to deal 
with, or livestock to move and care for. Downtime occurred 
seldomly, but that extra time was often spent in the company 
of Ivy. They spent the entire summer working together, and 
Cade was entranced by her. He spent as much time as he 
could talking to or trying to impress her, and did anything to 
bring out her laugh. Though he enjoyed working on the ranch 
and spending fime with lvy, Cade couldn't help but long for 
the life of travel and freedom he had become accustomed to. 
He knew that lifestyle would eventually call him back to the 
open spaces and big sky that he loved so much. That calling 
came sooner than later, however, and Cade found other work 
with a rancher that offered him a better chance at being able 
to move around and had to break the news to lvy. Though he 
did not hesitate in taking the new job, he still felt a slight pang 
of regret for leaving lvy and the old ranch. 


Months later, Cade was still working under that same 
business for a decent salary, helping to move and sell cattle. 
He loved the work, and enjoyed the freedom that came with 
the job. He didn't need to feel tied down, and was able to 
do something he was good at without having to settle down. 
Cade's family had kept the unwavering feeling of being stuck 
pinned above his head when he was younger. His parents 
were beyond strict, and nobody in the family had ever moved 
out of the town where he grew up. Perhaps they were scared 
of what uncertainty was out there, or maybe they saw no ad- 
vantage to seeing the world for all that it was, but Cade did 
not share the same apprehension. When he was old enough, 
he took off for the West, searching for the freedom and open 
space he so desperately needed. It was a giant leap into the 
unknown, but the rewards had, so far, outweighed the obsta- 
cles. 
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A stubby, bushy-tailed badger scurried under Diablo's feet, 
causing him to trip a little and look around, confused. Cade 
laughed and patted Diablo's shoulder as he regained his foot- 
ing and moved on from the incident. The little badger turned 
and seemed to sneer at Cade as the herd passed. He shook 
his head and flicked his hand at it, and the badger dove into 
a burrow to avoid the feet of the moving cattle. Little moments 
like that broke up the monotonous day, but it was never long 
before all the minutes began meshing together again. The 
heat made true focus difficult and daydreaming almost nec- 
essary fo stay awake, and the memories of lvy were a dream 
that were all too easy for Cade to fall into. 


The whistle of the head wrangler pulled Cade out of his mind 
once again, and he looked up and trotted Diablo over to 
him. The herd of cattle had slowed because of the heat, and 
the other wranglers were taking advantage of the break by 
walking their horses along at the back of the herd and talking 
amongst themselves. 


^Hey, where are these cows even headed anyway? You nev- 
er did tell me where we're going to drop them off at." Cade 
asked, taking a sip from his flask. Up ahead, a blacktail deer 
raised its head to look at the wranglers and trotted lazily out 
of the way of the approaching herd of cattle. The heat was 
uncomfortable for everyone, and the dry, hard-packed red 
soil of the area seemed to intensify the sun's rays. 


“Down in the valley, a place called Coyote Ridge. There's a 
rancher out there who offered me a solid price for twenty-five 
heads, so | sent back telling him we'd bring em' down." 


Upon hearing the words "Coyote Ridge," Cade's breath 
caught in his chest. 


"How far out are we?" 


“Maybe two, three hours. We aren't gonna be heading home 
tonight, that's for sure." 


Sweat began to bead up on Cade's forehead, and not just 
from the sweltering afternoon sun. He nodded, and turned 
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Diablo out towards the side of the herd to move them up. He 
was hoping the rest of the cattle drive would continue slowly, 
as he dreaded the interaction between him and Ivy or her 
father. 


Luckily for Cade, the next two hours passed rather slowly but 
kept him on his toes and out of his head. It was nearing night- 
fall by the time the group made their way to the end of the 
valley. The barns and fences of Coyote Ridge were scarcely 
visible in the dim light of the setting sun, and Cade attempted 
to collect his thoughts as he asked Diablo for a cool trot. He 
raised a hand to acknowledge the ranch hands that were di- 
recting the cattle into a side pasture. When the last stragglers 
had been contained, Cade and the other wranglers dismount- 
ed from their tired horses and led them over to the rest arena. 
Saddles and bridles were removed and dusted off and the 
horses were given hay and grain for their hard work. Diablo 
seemed more than ready for a rest, and wasted no time in 
getting to his dinner. 


Near the farmhouse, a few ranch hands sat on logs surround- 
ing a small campfire, and welcomed the approaching wran- 
glers. Dinner consisted of mashed potatoes drizzled in warm 
gravy, thin cuts of venison cooked to a juicy light pink, buttery 
corn-on-the-cob, and a slice of sugary, homemade peach 
cobbler. Names were given, and stories and laughs were 
shared. It had been a long drive, and Cade was grateful for 
the peace that dinnertime offered. Though he was exhausted, 
his nerves continued to electrify his thoughts. He would inevi- 
tably have to speak to Ivy and her father at some point. The 
very thought of seeing Ivy made the weakness in his knees feel 
ten times worse. As the heat began to relax for the night, the 
fire became comfortable to sit closer to. After dinner, Cade 
removed his tent and blankets from his saddle and set up a 
sleeping space along the side of the horse barn. He sat on 

his blankets, and put on a sweatshirt to keep warm during the 
night. He looked out at the hills, and watched the night for a 
while before hearing footsteps coming up to his tent. 


“Hey. Didn't expect to see you again, cowboy.” 
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And there she was. Ivy. Cade looked up to meet those beauti- 
ful jade green eyes, and noticed the same breathtaking glow 
that had caught his attention the first time. 


Without saying a word, Ivy sat down on the blankets next to 
Cade and wrapped her arms around his neck tightly. He was 
surprised, but slowly let himself hug her back. 


“Hey, Ivy. E 


Silence stretched between them as they sat hugging, and 
Cade shut his eyes and pulled her closer. 


“Why’d you have to go, Cade?” 


He could hear the pain in her voice, and wasn’t sure how to 
respond. He never had wanted to hurt her, but it seemed that 
it was the only thing he had actually done. 


“| was offered a little more cash and a lot more freedom. I’m 
sorry that things turned out the way that they did, honey,” He 
squeezed her tighter to his chest. “Your dad never wanted me 
to stay either, and anyway you know | don't stay anywhere 
for too long.” 


He was lying through his teeth. Ivy’s father had been nothing 
but kind to Cade, and he had enjoyed talking with the old 
man during the summer months when Ivy and Cade first met. 
Cade had been an honest worker and a great deal of help to 
the ranch, leaving no reason for Ivy’s father to dislike him. Ivy 
pulled away and grabbed his hands. 


"We've been trying to find someone to permanently fill a 
spot. Things just keep gettin’ worse, and we're not sure any- 
more how long we can keep this place up." Cade lifted his 
gaze to meet hers, and gently shook his head. He knew the 
ranch needed help and he knew what lvy was asking, but he 
wasn't sure if he would want to settle down in any sort of way. 
He loved the traveling lifestyle, loved the long days and even 
the weariness of body and mind that came with them. But if he 
left, he knew that might never again see the girl who stole his 
cowboy hat and his heart. 


^| don't really know, darlin'." He squeezed her hand, and she 
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squeezed his back. He knew what she wanted to say, but he 
wasn’t sure how to respond to her. 


“Tell me that you haven't forgotten that summer. I’m sure you 
tried to, and you thought it’d be easy. It wasn’t easy for me, 
and | know that you haven't been able to either." 


“You’re right on that." 


"On top of everything else, we're offering something big. 
You're talented and a hard worker, and we could really use 
help out here," She looked away, and squeezed Cade's hand 
again. “| know you don't wanna be tied down, or give up 
your freedom. But | want you here." 


Cade watched the moonlight glow behind her hair as she held 
his hands, and shook his head again. lvy frowned slightly. 


"Think about it." 


lvy stood up and left Cade in the cool darkness outside the 
barn. He stretched out on his blankets, watching the starry 
sky through a little tear in the canvas of his tent. Ivy's words 
bounced around in his head and mixed with memories of the 
few months he had spent here. He had no idea what to do, 
but at the same time had already made up his mind complete- 
ly. 

The next morning, Cade woke from a restless sleep and was 
able to catch the golden-pink colors of the sunrise painting 
the horizon. He sat up and began to get himself ready for the 
day. Already, he only had one thing on his mind: the big deci- 


sion. The dawn stretched on, and Cade took time to give Diab- 


lo a brush-down and something to eat after leaving his tent. 
He prepared a bit of grain for him, and made sure that he 
was comfortable before making his way to the ranch house, 
where lvy's father was already sitting on the porch. 


“Cade. It’s good to see you again, son." 

“And you, sir." 

“| appreciate you guys bringin’ those cattle down for me.” 
“No problem, | sure hope they'll be worth your money." 


Cade sat on the chair across from the old rancher. He was 
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grizzled and wrinkled from years of ranching and work, but it 
was evident that his age was starting to catch up to him. Both 
parties were looking to say something to the other. 

“I’m not sure if you'd be interested in a permanent position, 
but we're looking for another ranch hand. Ovr last one quit, 
and truth be told, Ivy... | wouldn't mind hiring you back if I got 
the chance." He shifted in his seat. "That is, if you’re interest- 


ed." 
“Well, I think that... l'm not entirely sure." 


The rancher turned to look at Cade, and appeared to study 
the expression on Cade's face. There was hesitation coming 
from both of them, but for different reasons. 


"hen mentioned it too, but | don't know if | can just quit the life 
I’m living, sir.” 
The old man nodded his head and faced Cade. 


“I don't like to admit it, but I’m getting old. This ranch is falling 
apart at the seams, and | just can't do the same things | used 
to be able to. Our other hands help, but | don’t know how 
much longer l'Il be able to keep this place up. | know Ivy can 
do it, but | don’t want her to do it alone.” 


Cade just nodded and took note of the state of the ranch. 
There were broken fence boards and loose barbed wire 
strands lining the property. Blackened wood on the barn 

and house indicated rotting, while sparse weeds showed that 
there was little care taken for maintaining the flower beds. 
The house was missing shingles and sported broken porch 
railings and weathered blue paint that flaked off in the wind. 
The place was in worse shape than Cade remembered, and 
the old man looked more withered and tired than he ever 
had. It would feel wrong leaving the ranch like that, to let it 
disintegrate back into the dusty landscape as if it had never 
been there. Cade had been fortunate enough to experience 
so many incredible years of the western lifestyle, and he was 
starting to recognize the signs of wear and tear that the long 
days and backbreaking work inevitably created. At some 
point, the full range of his cowboy lifestyle would become limit- 
ed, and it would be unlikely that he would find an opportunity 
as secure as this again. At some point, Cade knew he would 
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want someone to share his life with, and he knew that he want- 
ed Ivy to be that someone. 


“I'd like to take you up on that offer, sir. I'll still have to travel 
sometimes, but | think it might be good for me to come back 
here.” 


The rancher raised his eyebrows, but smiled and patted 
Cade’s arm. 


“Well then, we're glad to have you. Welcome to Coyote 
Ridge, officially this time." 


Both parties smiled and Cade shook the rancher's hand enthu- 
siastically. The head wrangler congratulated Cade on the new 
position and thanked him for helping out, and then thanked 
the rancher for buying the cattle. 


Cade helped his former wrangler coworkers and boss pack up 
their tents and things, and said his goodbyes as they saddled 
up and headed out. Watching them ride away, a part of him 
longed to be galloping alongside them, headed towards the 
next adventure and free to move with the wind. He missed that 
life already, but now was lucky enough to have a new place 

to finally call home. 


After the wranglers were out of sight, he moved Diablo to an 
official stall, set up next to the other ranch horses. He racked 
up the saddle, and began brushing bits of loose dirt off of 
Diablo's shiny blue-grey coat. 

"Cade?" 

He turned to face the familiar voice with a smile. 

"Are you-2" 

"Yes darlin’, I’m here to stay now." 

His smile broadened, and Ivy closed the short distance be- 
tween them. He wrapped her in a bear hug and spun her 
around. She laughed and gave him a kiss, and Cade realized 
that he had made the right choice, although his typical life 
was now going to change. He would miss the wide open spac- 
es and freedom to roam, but he knew that it would be a small 


price to pay for a lifetime with the girl who stole his heart and 
his cowboy hat. = 
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Mary de la Rosa and Mrs. Little 
Maya Taylor 


Almost everyone fell in love with Ms. Mary de la Rosa when she 
moved into our little town. She was a positive force - one our small 
town so desperately needed. Her beaming personality matched 
her bright looks and style. Her black-brown hair was cut mid-length 
and styled into a curly and girlish hairstyle. She had beautiful 
light brown skin and her brown eyes reflected yellow flakes in 

the summer sun. She always wore a bandana with roses all over 
it with her outfit and she often wore bright, fun dresses. She was 

a kind soul. She worked as a teacher at the little schoolhouse at 
the end of the road and frequently donated money, clothes, and 
food to different causes. She felt value in downtime and when 

she wasn’t at the school, she was found sitting on her porch, 
drinking her homemade lemonade (that she typically made for the 
whole neighborhood), and talking to some of the other women 

in the town. Her parties were the talk of the town; everyone in 

the neighborhood was invited to come to her backyard every 
Sunday, eat good food, dance to music, and have a good time. 
She brought her culture with her as well, teaching the school kids 
Portuguese on the weekends, making bifanas for everyone at 
church, and telling everyone about her life and family in Portugal. 


“That Mary de la Rosa is quite the saint ain’t she,” someone would 
say. 


“That smile, that golden smile,” another would say. 


She was loved by all. The women wanted to befriend her, the 
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men wanted to be with her, the children begged her to be their 
mother - to the dismay of their actual mothers. That much praise 
could come with a lot of malice - and envy. Envy in the form of 
Betty Little. 


Mrs. Little was a tall skinny woman. She had long silver hair 
that was always curled up. She wore a white apron over her 
dark, knee-length dresses and wore the same black pumps with 
tights every day, with every outfit. Mrs. Little rarely ever smiled, 
when she did, however, it never felt genuine. When you saw 
her walking down the street, she would give you a look that 
felt like she was stabbing you with her piercing blue eyes. She 
barely talked to anyone except her husband, the mailman, and 
the Wilsons who owned the only grocery store on the block. 
She wouldn’t even say good morning to the church greeters on 
Sunday mornings; she'd just grunt to them and head to service. 


We tried everything to get her to be kinder. We live in a small 
community - everyone knows everybody, everyone helps 
everybody. It's the way we run things. But Mrs. Little wanted to 
be left alone. She never accepted help from anyone nor offered 
any aid. 


There was a time when the children were going around the 
neighborhood, selling some little candies as a fundraiser for a 
field trip they were going on. We all helped them out, buying at 
least one piece of candy. Some of the little girls decided to go 

to Mrs. Little's house to attempt to sell some to her. Some of us 
warned them, telling them not to even go near that run-down old 
house. But, of course, as young ones do, they did not listen. They 
went to Mrs. Little's home, walked up the creaking, old stairs 

on her porch, and knocked on her door. No answer. Knocked 
again. No answer. They knocked one more time, and by the time 
they got to the second knock, the door swung open, revealing 
Mrs. Little in her muddy brown bonnet and nightgown. Her face 
was scrunched up into a grimace. She glared at the girls with her 
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icy, blue eyes. She stood there, glaring at them for a good minute. 


The girls just stood there, staring at her with frightened looks on 
their faces. A couple of people said they saw them shaking. They 
didn't even mention the candies to her - they were too frozen with 
fear. They just apologized to the tired, angry old woman and 
shuffled off the porch, and once they got off, ran for their lives. 
That was the last time anyone, except the mailman, attempted to 
visit Mrs. Little during the day. 


Mrs. Little disliked Mary from the moment she entered the town. 
She felt her presence would bring down the neighborhood she 
loved so dearly and made it worse than before. Mrs. Little had 
lived here for decades, longer than most people. She held on to 
a lot of the values she grew up with and felt Mary's laid-back 
and bubbly personality made the block and the people in it seem 
lazy and unmotivated. She hated her parties and never touched 
her food at church. But she could never convince anyone that 
Mary was doing anything wrong. She would rant to the Wilsons 
that Mary "attacked the values and beliefs that this block had" 
and "needed to leave to save us from damnation." But they 
never listened to her, or if they did, they never took her seriously. 
Everyone, including the Wilsons, felt that Mrs. Little's hatred for 
Mary de la Rosa was extreme. 


No one knows when Mrs. Little planned her little scheme. Not 
even her husband, who arguably had been with her much of the 
time, had no idea about her plan to "get rid" of Mary de Rosa. It 
wasn't until she attempted to implement her plan that we started 
to look into her little ploy. 


It all started when she was in the store for her weekly groceries. 
The Wilsons were the first ones to realize something was off with 
her. For one thing, when she entered their store, they and the 
people in the store said she was smiling. The widest smile they 
had ever seen on anyone. Multiple people had reported on it, 

it was the biggest news in the neighborhood. It wasn't just some 
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ungenuine, evil smile she typically had. She might have actually 
been happy. 


The conversation the Wilsons had with her also threw them off. 


“Good morning, Gloria,” Mrs. Little said in an eerily cheerful 
voice while walking up to the counter. 


“G-good morning, Mrs. Little,” Gloria Wilson matched her smile 
with an awkward one, taken aback by the fact that Mrs. Little 
didn’t call her “Mrs. Wilson” today. 


“The day is just ravishing today, is it not?” Mrs. Little picked up 
one of the apples in the basket next to the counter. “Yes, yes, so 
beautiful indeed.” 


"Y-yes, yes! We've been having some good weather these past 
couple of days, haven’t we dear?” Gloria turned to her husband 
to the side of her, stocking the candy bars behind them, her eyes 
praying for assistance. 


“Y-yes!” Roland Wilson said once his eyes met his wife's. “Such 
a beautiful day, Mrs. Littl-" 


“Now stop with all that Mrs. Little nonsense,” Mrs. Little snapped 
loudly, almost turning back to her original self for a second. 
“Call me Betty.” 


That was the breaking point for the Wilsons that caused them 

to spread the news that Mrs. Little had gone mad - or was very 
drunk that day. This behavior happened for about two weeks 
until Gloria Wilson had enough of it and asked what was wrong 
with the woman. 


“Why, nothing Gloria,” she said, her sickly smile still on her 
face. “Just happy this town will be back to normal soon.” 


No one had ever seen Mrs. Little and Mary de la Rosa interact 
since she got into town. Mary would smile at her, but Mrs. Little 
would just glare back at her. But during the two weeks of strange 
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niceness from Mrs. Little, several people spread the word that 
Mrs. Little was going to Mary’s home every afternoon and 


leaving every night. And every night she would leave with a look 
on her face that no one could describe. 


One day, Mr. Wilson saw her leave Mary’s home one night 
walking from work. She stood there for about fifteen minutes and 
looked down at her feet. Mr. Wilson reported that he saw tears 
falling onto the porch. We were all just astonished. Mrs. Little 
crying? Did she even have a bone of sympathy in that wicked 
body of hers? But he was insistent that it was her and that she sat 
there and cried that night on Mary de la Rosa’s porch. 


We were all curious at that point - to the point of becoming a bit 
too nosy. We all went to Mary to get answers as to how she got 
mean old Mrs. Little to cry. How was she able to get the most 
emotionless, aloof woman in town to weep on her doorstep? 
Mary just shrugged, not even aware of what had happened. She 
clarified to us that Mrs. Little was visiting her to hear about her life 
in Portugal. She had told her that night about her brothers and 
sisters that she missed, her mother and aunt’s cooking, how she 
missed going out with her father to the store to pick up fruit for 
dessert. Nothing she thought would make Mrs. Little cry. 


So, we had to go to the source. See what had transpired that 
night that made Mrs. Little so emotional. We dared go and enter 
her lair and see if she’d even answer the door. A couple of us 
stood in front of her yard for a bit, scared to enter. We stood 
there until one of the older people nudged one of the younger 
people to go up and knock on the door. A young man was the 
victim and went to the door, slowly and shaking. He got to the 
creaky steps and knocked on the door. This time the door opened 
almost automatically and there stood Mrs. Little. Her eerie smile 
or mean scowl was gone. Instead, the young man was met with a 
sad look with tears running down her face. It was a strange sight 
to see for all of us. Mrs. Little must have known how shocked we 
were and began to speak, sputtering her words through her tears. 
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“That Mary de Rosa sure is somethun’,” She choked. 


We all got near as she told us her scheme to get rid of Mary. She 
wanted to get dirt on Mary de la Rosa to try to get her either 
sent back to Portugal or get her to leave on her own. It wasn’t 

a thought-out plan, she admitted. She felt that the town needed 
to be fixed, that Mary’s way of living and culture was going to 
influence others to follow suit and harm the place she had called 
home for her entire life. 


According to Mrs. Little, Mary lived in a small village in Portugal. 
Her family was near the poverty line her entire life and were 
struggling to make ends meet. She worked ever since she was a 
child doing several different jobs to help her mother, father, and 
eight siblings. She was adamant about still being able to go to 
school and worked hard to be accepted for a student visa to the 
US. She went through the process and was eventually accepted, 
jet-setting her journey to the United States. After school, she 
moved from town to town before settling in our small town. Now 
she was working hard to get her family into the US with her. Most 
of us hadn’t even heard anything about Mary’s life outside of 
church and her get-togethers. We had never asked, nor had she 
spoken about it. Mrs. Little was one of the only ones to do so and 
the effects got to her. 


So, one night, a couple of us decided to go with Mrs. Little and 
sit in on some of Mary de la Rosa’s now famous and never heard 
before stories, finally seeing for ourselves exactly what Mrs. Little 
was talking about. That night, Mary told us about her family back 
at home - specifically a story about her priminhos and her home 
life. 


She talked of her cousin Tomás, who's an artist, and how 

he painted a beautiful mural with flowers and animals in his 
bedroom. And then her other cousins, Ines and Isabela, added 
their artistic edits to it, smearing red and black paint all over it. 
He was so upset; she remembers him chasing them all through 
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the house. She shifts from one story to another, talking about 
her other cousins at one point, about her father at another, to 
an entire story about her cousins again. We were told way more 
than Mrs. Little explained. We found out that she had lived with 
almost her entire family - her parents, her three older siblings, 
her two younger sisters, her four younger cousins, and her aunt 
and uncle. They lived on top of each other in their small two- 
bedroom house. The adults shared a room, the children shared 
the other and they all had to hang out together in their small 
living room. But Mary insisted that it brought them closer, and 
they were happier together - despite any struggles. 


We noticed the way Mrs. Little listened to her story. She had 

her eyes glued on to her the entire time she relayed her stories. 
She laughed hard at her jokes, cried a little at the more somber 
moments, and commented when she could. She never interrupted 
or sneered or shook her head, she seemed genuinely interested 
in what Mary had to say. There were even times when she would 
stay back and talk to Mary after everyone had left. 


It became somewhat of a routine for some folks in the 
neighborhood to come out during one night of the week, sit 

in Mary’s living room, drink tea and just listen to some of her 
stories. She didn’t just limit her stories to just her life, she talked 
about almost everyone she knew and cared for back in Portugal. 
We got all the gossip, inside jokes, and dramatics - so much that 
it felt like we were living right there with Mary de la Rosa in her 
village. She would even occasionally make some more food from 
back home, stuff like pastéis de natas, and acorda, to immerse us 
in her world. And Mrs. Little would try and eat every bite given to 
her. 


The meetings went on like this for a while until Mary de la Rosa 
had exhausted all the possible stories she could have told us. So, 
we told our own. We had stories from people who were new to 
the block, talking about their lives living in all different kinds of 
places before coming to our small community. Then the people 
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who had lived here for a while, talking about the changes the 
neighborhood had gone through and about their lives while living 
here. And finally, our last group of people, the ones who have 
lived here their entire lives. This group included Mrs. Little and a 
few others. 


Mrs. Little talked about moving to the community when she was 
just a baby and reminisced about how the block was a lively and 
fun place to be in as a kid. She talked about events that no one 
had even heard of in years, bringing back memories of a different 
neighborhood. She talked about going to the Wilsons’ grocery 
store - then owned by Mr. Wilson’s father. She remembered 
buying fifty-cent candy with her friends and eating it all behind 
the schoolhouse, despite their mother’s scolding. Her storytelling 
was a bit all over the place, talking about her young adulthood 
to then talking about her teen years. But we all listened to her 
without fault, appreciating her every word about the history of 
our beloved neighborhood. And this time, Mary was the one to 
listen intently to Mrs. Little’s life story. 


After a while, the nightly get-togethers with Mary de la Rosa died 
down. Everyone had said what they needed and wanted to and 
there was no point for them anymore. But Mrs. Little was still seen 
going to and from Mary’s house at night, sometimes leaving with 
a container of food for her and Mr. Little. Mary and Mrs. Little 
just didn’t spend time at night together. They were seen walking 
to church together, talking and gossiping together at the Wilsons’ 
store and Mrs. Little would even come to some of Mary’s parties. 
And there they would dance and sing together all night long. m 
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Burning Fire 
Madison Mattox 


| could not breathe. The smoke engulfed my lungs and choked 
the oxygen in my throat. | hacked and coughed until | felt like 
my throat was bleeding. My skin was burning, the smell rancid, 
and my stomach rolled and flipped. My eyes were watering and 
drying up at the same time. The heat was causing my clothes to 
smoke. 


| struggled under the blankets. | couldn't get it untangled from my 
legs. My room was no longer a haven but a death sentence. My 
bookshelf was crumbling as it burned, my bed was about to go up 
in a blaze; | scrambled to get out. | gasped for breath as | fell to 
my knees; | couldn’t hear anything past the roaring fire. My body 
was tired from the melatonin gummies | ate before bed. | could 
feel it still trying to pull me to sleep. I’m surprised | was awake 
now. | always had trouble sleeping. 


Forcing myself to my feet, | covered my mouth with my hands to 
breathe better, but the smoke tainted everything. | grabbed my 
bedroom door handle only to scream as my skin melted to the 
metal. | watched as my skin peeled away and stuck to the knob. 
| gripped my wrist and fell to my knees as the agony sent my 
nerves haywire. | couldn’t think, my thoughts were frantic, and 

| couldn’t catch my breath. Tears fell from my eyes blinding me 
from seeing that the flames were crawling closer, disintegrating 
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everything in its path. | wiped my eyes with my arms to see, my 
tears drying up as soon as the heat touched them. 


| knew | needed to get out. My room was in the worst spot in the 
house to escape a fire. | was on the second floor, the furthest 
room from the door. My parents chose this room for me so that 
they would know if I snuck out. Long creaky hallway, old squeaky 
stairs, kitchen that connected to the living room and my parents' 
room right off the living room. Sneak-out-proof. It seemed to 
backfire in this situation when escaping a monster hell bent on 
eating me. 


| didn’t see how | would get out. | looked to the window only to 
see the once-white curtains were now burning away. They blocked 
the window with a crackling fire that was preparing to destroy 
something else. | hated those curtains before they were on fire. | 
hated them even more now. 


| turned back to the door and watched the skin left on the handle 
burn away. | couldn’t wait for the door to burn down, or | would 
burn with it. | couldn’t think of a way to get around the heat of 
the handle. My mind was foggy as | tried to think of a solution 
quickly. | couldn’t touch the handle directly but putting something 
around it would help. | used my sleeve to protect my hand from 
the hot metal. 


| was wearing a sweatshirt, ironic considering that sweat was 
seeping from my every pore. | pulled the sleeve over my hand 
shakily as it caused searing pain to shoot up my arm to move my 
burnt hand which was now blistering. With the sleeve bunched 
around my hand, | reached for the handle, preparing to be 
branded once again. | fumbled with the handle as the sleeve 
warmed up quickly. | couldn’t get a grip tight enough to turn 

the handle; my sleeve would just slip around it. | squeezed as 
tight as | could. The heat was getting to my skin and was almost 
unbearable, but the handle finally turned. | forced it open only to 
drop to the floor as more flames charged at my face. 
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| could smell my hair burning as my split ends burnt away. There 
was no longer a need for my hair appointment for this weekend 

if | would even live long enough to get out of the house. | looked 
out my door to see the fire consumed the entire hallway. The walls 
were crumbling, the floor was scorched, the ceiling falling. My 
body was aching from the lack of oxygen. My eyes were drying 
up, but tears were still managing to fall. | blinked rapidly as my 
sight started to blur. Everything was burning. 


My home was aflame along with the memories held in it. | could 
no longer see the lines marking my height as | grew in my door 
frame. The pictures of my friends and family on the walls were 
soot-stained and cracked. The carpet worn from the steps | have 
taken throughout my life was now smoldering. | paused for a 
moment to witness this hell as my past burned away. 


| wiped my face of the tears falling and ducked out the door 

of my room into the fire-engulfed hallway. | refused to die this 
way. | could not think about what | was losing right now. My 
body was shaking, my heart was pumping rapidly, and my lungs 
were seizing as coughs ripped through my chest. | wanted to 
scream, but | couldn't get enough air down my throat. Would | be 
screaming from fear or determination to escape? | just wanted to 
burst. | forced myself to walk down the hallway. The flames licked 
at the skin of my calves as my shorts did not protect me from 
much. 


Stumbling into the wall as the ceiling crumbled around me, debris 
scratched my thigh causing blood to ooze out and bake to my 
skin. | ran towards the stairs to escape the danger but as soon as 
| took the first step it crumbled beneath me. | fell to the ground. 
What little air | had in my lungs rushed out as | landed on my 
back. I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder. | could only feel agony 
as | struggled to get air back in my body, but smoke engulfed 
every breath causing me to cough more. | was sobbing. | couldn't 
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tell if it was the fear gripping my very soul or the pain attacking 
every nerve in my body. 


How do fire fighters do it? I couldn’t handle getting from my 

room to the stairs without causing myself damage beyond repair. 
| couldn't imagine doing this for a living; | couldn't think about 
going by fire ever again. | never wished for water so much before 
in my life. | wished to be back with my family at the beach where 
the only danger of fire was a sunburn. | rolled onto my side, 

the rubble beneath me crackling. | was surrounded by flames. 
Heatwaves rippled the air, making it harder to see along with the 
smoke and the dryness of the air and the fact that | just couldn’t 
stop crying. | was pathetic. 


You always talk about what you would do in this situation when 
you hear about a tragedy like this happening. You would break 
a window and jump. Accept your fate and end your suffering 
from everyday life. Joke about being from Avatar and bending 
fire to your will or just full-force busting a hole in the wall. You 
never really think about it when it's just talk. It's tragic because | 
would always say | would just give up. But now that | was in this 
situation, | had never wanted to live so badly before in my life. | 
wanted my mom. | wanted my dad. | wanted to breath. 


| looked around the room. The stairs were in the kitchen, but 

| couldn’t recognize the room anymore. The fridge was black 
compared to the stainless steel it was previously. The counter and 
cabinets were crumbling, the contents burning away. The floor 
was covered in soot. The wooden table we had in the middle of 
the room was now a pile of ash. | was doing homework there not 
even three hours ago. My mom telling me how important school 
was for my future. Now | was terrified to say that my future would 
not exist. 


| dragged myself to the doorway. The living room was dead in 
comparison to its name. The soft cotton couch stuffed to the brim 
was gone, nothing but a wooden frame and springs left as that 
too crumbled to embers. The T.V. was crushed under the remains 


Short Story 


of the dresser it was positioned on. The coffee table was buried 
under what was once the ceiling, the rubble alight with angry 
wisps of fire. | couldn’t see much beyond the smoke permeating 
the room with its putrid stench. 


Sweat poured into my eyes as tears dripped down my cheeks 
and dried there. My sweatshirt was ripped and burnt in many 
spots. Burning alive would be a terrible way to die, | determined. 
It was agonizingly slow and excruciatingly painful. The fire might 
not even be the worst part if | couldn’t get air in my lungs soon. | 
refused to die this way. 


| dragged my limbs to hold my body weight. My shoulder was 
blooming with pain, and it forced a scream from my throat every 
time | would stumble into a wall. | squeezed my eyes shut as | 
tried to bear it. Darkness encroached on the edges of my vision 
the need to sleep still pulling at my body. My head was clouded 
and fuzzy. | couldn’t hold onto consciousness much longer as 
the lack of oxygen choked my brain. My father always told me 

| could get through anything if | just put the effort in. Of course, 
that was about me wanting to give up on high school, but it 
applied here too. 


| staggered into the burning living room and shielded my face 
from the flames that attempted to set me alight. My sweatshirt 
burned away as the flames caressed the blend of flammable 
material, and | swatted it away in fright using my already burnt 
hand causing the muscles to seize up as the blisters burst and 
blood to leak from the wounds. | was choking on screams, smoke, 
and lack of air. | could not handle the pain that wracked my body 
as it blinded me from seeing the ceiling falling on my exhausted 
form. 


| covered my head and dove to avoid being crushed by the dry 
wall. | stumbled over my feet that were blistered and black. | 
staggered to the direction of the door. | do not know if | was 
going in the right direction as the fire was too bright to open my 
eyes. The ash and soot covered my skin and mixed with the sweat 
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and blood. | could feel the adrenaline ebbing away with my 
energy and the pain was causing my knees to buckle. 


| wiped my face on my sleeve to clear my vision so that | didn’t 
charge headfirst into more crumbling ceilings. | gasped for breath 
and climbed over the floor that used to be the roof. | charged on 
weakly. The door couldn’t be that much farther. | could barely 
see the flashing lights of the police outside. | was so close to 
freedom. | was so close to being in my mom's arms, to tell my dad 
how much I missed him. If | escaped this fire, | promised myself to 
be a more grateful daughter. | would hug my mom more; l'd let 
my dad dote all over me. | wouldn't take their love for granted as 
| had. | regret feeling embarrassed by them, always telling them 
to stop trying to know what was going on in my life or helping 
with every little thing. | was a terrible daughter. 


| fell into the wall as the window | was passing blew out. Glass 
pierced my skin and got caught in my hair. The air that came in 
from the window fanned the flames, my legs had more burns 
than anything as they were fully exposed to the biting fire. | fell 
to the floor once more. | didn’t think | could drag myself to my 
feet again. | could not breathe. My body was choked in pain, 

my feet were burning away, my hair was inches from the fire as it 
was sprawled behind me, my shoulder was pouring blood, but | 
couldn't see the wound. 


| couldn't bring myself to move, my body had given up on me. I 
ached for oxygen; my eyes were irritated to the point that | doubt 
they would work the same ever again. | would be stuck here. My 
body would burn away slowly, my bones charred, my existence 
incinerated. My funeral would be an urn of ash that could just 

be ashes of the house. Do bodies burn in house fires? Would my 
family find nothing or charred bones? Would | be recognized? 
Who would speak at my funeral? Who would remember me in 
class? 


| felt betrayed by my body, giving up on me just as | was nearing 
the door. | couldn't understand how this all happened. | was 
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sleeping so peacefully thanks to the gummies; | wanted to sleep 
now. | could barely feel my limbs. My head felt like it was floating 
in the clouds. | forced my eyes open; | don't know when they 
closed. All | could see was the wall of lames crawling closer like 
a beast hungry for something to devour. 


The roaring blaze was deafening, the heat unbearable, my lungs 
were spasming and my throat closed to prevent more smoke from 
killing me. | was pulled further in the dark as it got harder to keep 
my eyes open. My body begged for sleep, and | knew it was a 
bad idea, but | was just so tired. My eyes fell shut again, and this 
time | didn't try to open them. | slowly gave into the sleep that 
was dragging me down. 


The fire blazed around me. The house crumbled away, ashes 
settled, and embers crackled. 


Outside the two story Victorian styled home, the fire could be 
seen raging. It was blowing out the windows, the roof collapsing 
in on itself, and the heat was too much for anyone to get near. 
Fire fighters were battling to put it out. The owners of the home 
were screaming for their only child. 


"Please!" The woman would scream, "My baby is in there! Please 
get her out! Save my Lizzy!" Her sobs were heart wrenching to 
everyone who heard them. 


She stood with her husband in an old t-shirt with some polar 

bear pajama pants on, soot covering her hands and face from 
when they pulled her from the fire. They held each other tightly 
and watched uselessly as their home burned to the ground. The 
husband held his wife tightly while still wearing his suit from work. 
He caressed his wife's back to soothe her breathing and as tears 
slowly trickled down his face he looked to the sky and prayed 
for a miracle to happen, for his little girl to come back to him. 
They didn't know what to do. They felt useless. The police officer 
who stood by them wouldn't let them get close to the house. They 
tried, only to be held back. 
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The man, James Harrow, was just a number pusher. He put 
numbers in a system all day every day. He never expected to 
come home to this. The woman, Melissa Harrow, was a business 
office manager. She knew structure and organization. She fell 
apart just like her home was in front of her. They both prayed 
for anyone with a higher power to save their child. Begged the 
firefighters to get their daughter out. Cursed the people keeping 
them from getting her themselves. 


Neighbors stood by their doorways and watched as the family 
was tormented. They would wrap their arms around their waists 
and their kids and thank the Lord it was not them. It was not their 
house, their family, their child lost to the flames. 


The sirens could barely be heard over the fire roaring as it tore 
the house down. Some firefighters were trying to get closer to the 
house to search for the couple's daughter. “Go around the back!” 
one firefighter called out, “Try to find a way in from there!” Three 
of the men ran around the side of the house to the back yard. 
More men would stand farther back and use the hoses to put the 
flames out, but the water would sizzle away before making a 
difference. 


The couple could only watch on as strangers risked their lives to 
help their daughter. The fire raged on. The mother could swear 

it was alive, angry, and destructive, the flames crackling and 
popping as if laughing at their misery. The roar of the flames, like 
a beast going on a rampage through enemy lands, tore down 
everything in its path, brick by brick. 


But the fire was strong; it refused to go out. No matter what 
the professionals would do, they could not get the fire to lessen 
or ease up. The house burned to embers and ash. The mother 
screamed her heartache, and the father cursed his god. They 
were broken from losing their only child, the firefighters tortured 
knowing they could not do anything to help, the neighbors 
grateful it was not them. m 
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